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Abstract. Research from the past 40 years indicates that Black students in primary and secondary 
school settings are subjected to exclusionary discipline, including suspension and expulsion, at 
rates two to three times higher than their White peers (Children’s Defense Fund, 1975; Skiba, 
Michael, Nardo, & Peterson, 2002). Although this phenomenon has been studied extensively in 
traditional public schools, rates of racially disproportionate discipline in public Montessori 
schools have not been examined. The purpose of this study is to examine racial discipline 
disproportionality in Montessori public elementary schools as compared to traditional elementary 
schools. The Relative Rate Index (RRI) is used as a measure of racially disproportionate use of 
out-of-school suspensions (OSS) (Tobin & Vincent, 2011). Suspension data from the 2011-2012 
Office of Civil Rights Data Collection (n.d.) was used to generate RRIs for Montessori and 
traditional elementary schools in a large urban district in the southeastern United States. While 
statistically significant levels of racial discipline disproportionality are found in both the 
Montessori and traditional schools, the effect is substantially less pronounced in Montessori 
settings. These findings suggest that Montessori schools are not immune to racially 
disproportionate discipline and should work to incorporate more culturally responsive classroom 
management techniques. Conversely, the lower levels of racially disproportionate discipline in 
the Montessori schools suggest that further study of discipline and classroom management in 
Montessori environments may provide lessons for traditional schools to promote equitable 
discipline. 


Discipline is not a term that often appears in Montessori literature. Montessorians discuss 
behavioral issues like grace and courtesy, self-control, and normalization, but discipline, as the term is 
used by mainstream educators, is rarely discussed. In traditional public schools, however, exclusionary 
discipline, including suspension and expulsion, is a critical issue. In the 2010-2011 academic year, 3.45 
million children in pre-K through twelfth grade were suspended from American public schools at least 
once (U. S. Department of Education Office of Civil Rights, 2014). These students missed critical 
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opportunities to learn and were less likely to graduate from high school and enroll in college than their 
peers who were never suspended. Furthermore, the phenomenon of racial discipline disproportionality in 
urban schools has been of special concern to researchers over the last 40 years (Children’s Defense Fund, 
1975; Lewis, Chambers, & Butler, 2012; Skiba et al., 2002). 

Discipline disproportionality refers to the over- or underrepresentation of certain groups in office 
disciplinary referrals, suspension, and/or expulsion (Skiba, 2005; Vincent, Tobin, Flawken, & Frank, 
2012). Previous studies indicate that students of color are two to three times more likely to be suspended 
or expelled than White students (Children’s Defense Fund, 1975; Wallace, Goodkind, Wallace, & 
Bachman, 2008), even though there is no evidence to suggest that these students misbehave more (Skiba 
et al., 2002). Black males experience the highest levels of discipline disproportionality; Black males are 
3.3 times more likely to be suspended or expelled than White males (Wallace et al., 2008). 

As Montessori programs continue to expand in the public sector, research increasingly has focused 
on various academic (Dohrmann, Nishida, Gartner, Lipsky, & Grimm, 2007; Lillard & Else-Quest, 2006) 
and social-emotional (Rathunde & Csikszentmihalyi, 2005) outcomes of the Montessori Method that could 
improve American public education. One area that remains underresearched, however, is discipline in 
public Montessori programs—specifically, racially disproportionate disciplinary sanctions. The research 
question guiding this study is: Do public Montessori elementary schools exhibit different levels of racially 
disproportionate suspensions for Black students than comparable, traditional public elementary schools? 
Data from the U. S. Department of Education Office of Civil Rights (n.d.) have been compiled to generate 
a Relative Rate Index (RRl), or measure of racially disproportionate discipline, for Montessori and 
traditional elementary schools in a large, urban school district in the Southeast. 

Literature Review 


Racial Discipline Disproportionality 

While out-of-school suspension (OSS) is commonplace, not all students are at equal risk of being 
suspended. Students of color are referred, suspended, and expelled at rates far higher than White students 
(Kaufman et al., 2010; KewalRamani, Gilbertson, Fox, & Provasnik, 2007; Krezmien, Leone, & Achilles, 
2006; Skiba et al., 2011; Skiba, Peterson, & Williams, 1997; Vincent, Swain-Bradway, Tobin, & May, 
2011; Vincent et al., 2012). Since the Children’s Defense Fund initially raised the issue in 1975, subsequent 
studies have confirmed that exclusionary discipline practices like suspension and expulsion are 
disproportionately meted out to Black, Latino, and Native American students. Black students are more 
likely to be suspended in pre-K-12 school settings than any other racial group (Children’s Defense Fund 
of Ohio, 2012); Black students are suspended at rates two to three times higher than their White peers 
(Skiba et al., 2002; Wallace et al., 2008). Skiba et al. (2002) clearly demonstrated that this suspension rate 
is not because Black students misbehave more than White students. Even when accused of the same 
offenses, Black students receive harsher punishments than White students (Lewis, Butler, Bonner, & 
Joubert, 2010). Black students are also more likely to be disciplined for subjective offenses that rely on 
the judgment of teachers and administrators, like defiance or disrespect, especially at the secondary-school 
level (Skiba et al., 2002). Shollenberger (2015) illuminated the impact of racial discipline 
disproportionality with data from the National Longitudinal Survey of Youth. Of the 9,000 students aged 
12 to 16 surveyed, 35% had experienced at least one suspension, while 44% of boys had been suspended 
compared to about 25% of girls. Nearly 67% of Black boys had been suspended, compared to 38% of 
White boys. Although race is the strongest nonbehavioral predictor of suspension, other contributing 
factors include administrator attitudes towards discipline, proportion of Black students (Skiba et al., 2015), 
and teacher and school quality (Cartledge, Gibson, & Keynes, 2012). Interestingly, a recent study by Skiba 
et al. (2015) found that the proportion of students qualifying for free or reduced lunch was not a significant 
predictor of OSS in pre-K-12 school settings, although findings from Cartledge et al. (2012) contradict 
this information. Social scientists and educational researchers alike have concluded that Black and Latino 
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students experience less favorable disciplinary consequences (Lewis et al., 2010) and academic outcomes 
in the public school system than their White peers (Vincent et al., 2012). 

Although much of the literature on exclusionary discipline and disproportionality focuses on 
secondary-school settings (Bradshaw, Mitchell, O’Brennan, & Leaf, 2010), these phenomena have been 
observed at the elementary level as well. Shollenberger (2015) found that more Black boys were suspended 
prior to the fourth grade than any other demographic. Butler, Lewis, Moore, and Scott (2012) documented 
the overrepresentation of Black male elementary school students in suspensions. They also found that race 
was a significant predictor of the length of suspension a student received, with students of color receiving 
longer suspensions than White students. Interestingly, these authors also found that OSS was employed 
more at the elementary level than at the secondary level, possibly because elementary school teachers have 
fewer alternatives for removing students deemed disruptive from the classroom (Butler et al., 2012). 
Although these authors recognized the need for additional research on exclusionary discipline and 
discipline disproportionality at the elementary level, they found it “reasonable to conclude that 
exclusionary discipline practices in secondary school are just as severe in elementary school, particularly 
for African Americans” (Butler et al., 2012, p. 20). 

Though a staggering body of literature has been devoted to documenting racial discipline 
disproportionality, scholars have not reached consensus on specific causes or best remedies for inequitable 
discipline. Restorative justice (Gonzalez, 2015), Positive Behavioral Interventions and Supports (PB1S) 
(Vincent, Sprague, Pavel, Tobin, & Gau, 2015), and student threat assessment (Cornell & Lovegrove, 
2015) have been proposed as tactics with potential to address the problem. Alternately, Weinstein, Curran, 
and Tomlinson-Clarke (2003) suggested that racial discipline disproportionality is partly attributable to 
teachers’ lack of cultural awareness about the diverse students found in urban public schools. 

Negative Effects of Out-of-School Suspension 

Research shows that while used frequently as a disciplinary punishment, suspension does not 
correct behaviors of those suspended (Skiba, 2005). Suspensions from school can lead to repeat offenses, 
elevated dropout rate, and juvenile incarceration (Skiba, 2005). Out-of-school suspensions have been 
linked to low academic achievement as measured by state accountability tests (Vincent et al., 2012). The 
instructional time that students lose when suspended translates to reduced opportunities to learn and 
decreased academic achievement (Lewis et al., 2010). Several authors have highlighted the link between 
the so-called “achievement gap” and these racial disparities in discipline (Lee, 2002; Lee, Grigg, & 
Donahue, 2007; Vincent et al., 2012). The term achievement gap is controversial because it peipetuates a 
deficit orientation toward students of color; some scholars have argued that the term opportunity gap is 
more appropriate (Flores, 2007). Indeed, racially disparate use of exclusionary discipline, like suspension 
and expulsion, does result in unequal opportunities to learn. Gregory, Skiba, and Noguera (2010) even 
refer to the achievement gap and the “discipline gap” as “two sides of the same coin” (p. 59). Though some 
scholars have begun to advocate for alternatives to suspension, such as restorative justice (Gonzalez, 2015) 
or PB1S (Vincent et al., 2015), out-of-school suspension remains a widespread school response to student 
misbehavior. 

Reducing exclusionary discipline is paramount because suspension and expulsion are strongly 
associated with future criminal sanctions. The school-to-prison pipeline refers to the trend where students 
are “funneled out of public schools and into the criminal justice systems” (Wald & Losen, 2003, p. 53). 
Overwhelmingly, the data show that the more often students are suspended and the earlier in the school 
career suspension occurs, particularly in the elementary and primary years, the more likely they are to be 
referred to the juvenile justice system and face jail or prison time (Shollenberger, 2015). The 
overrepresentation of Black students in school disciplinary sanctions bears a strong resemblance to the 
overrepresentation of Black males in the U.S. penal system (Wacquant, 2000). In fact, for every one time 
a minority child is suspended, he or she is 50% more likely to go to prison one day (James, 2014). 
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According to Christie, Jolivette, and Nelson (2005), “the majority of court-involved youth have 
experienced academic failure, school exclusion and dropout” (p. 71). 

Another aspect of the school-to-prison pipeline is the increased criminalization of school 
misbehavior. Although zero tolerance policies were initially established over 25 years ago to address the 
issues of drugs and guns in schools (Skiba & Rausch, 2006), they have since evolved into a punitive system 
of predetermined consequences that mandates severe punishments even for infractions unrelated to drugs 
or weapons. Police officers and security guards constitute an increasing presence in schools and lead the 
way in guiding students toward the prison track as students are criminalized for discipline that should be 
handled at the school level (American Civil Liberties Union, n.d.). Most vulnerable to these types of 
practices are students of color, particularly Blacks and Latinos. 

Further, an increasing number of schools have adopted the use of surveillance strategies once 
reserved for the criminal justice system (Hirschfield, 2010). Johnson, Boyden, and Pittz (2001) argued that 
the balance of school and the justice system is affected by the use of security technologies, security 
personnel, and profiling in high-minority, high-poverty school districts. With increased reliance on these 
surveillance tools, there has been a corresponding increase in referrals to the juvenile justice system for 
cases that used to be handled at the school level and that were not considered violent infractions (American 
Psychological Association Zero Tolerance Task Force, 2008). When looking at disciplinary 
disproportionality, the evidence clearly indicates that the higher the disproportionality among Black and 
Latino students in secondary schools, the higher the rate of imprisonment for these students (Vincent et 
al., 2012). 

Montessori, Behavior, and Discipline 

While there is a dearth of empirical research on exclusionary discipline in Montessori schools, 
there are reasons to hypothesize that the Montessori Method may reduce the need for such measures. The 
student-centered nature of the Montessori approach results in high levels of student engagement (Lillard, 
2005), which has been li nk ed to lower levels of student disruption and misbehavior (Klem & Connell, 
2004). Montessori has been shown to facilitate the development of self-regulation in elementary-aged 
children (Ervin, Wash, & Mecca, 2010), which may also reduce misbehavior and disruption. Castellanos 
(2002) found that Montessori elementary students in private schools exhibited significantly less aggression 
than their peers in other private schools. The multiage nature of the Montessori classroom also creates 
continuity of classroom culture and climate from year to year; older students impart classroom norms and 
expectations to the new students (Lillard, 2005). Byun, Blair, and Pate (2013) found that students in a 
Montessori preschool classroom were less sedentary than their peers in a traditional preschool setting. The 
freedom of motion allowed in the Montessori classroom may also help prevent disciplinary sanctions for 
more active children. 

Lastly, the research on looping (having the same teacher for two or more consecutive years) 
suggests that this practice can reduce and prevent disciplinary problems. Montessori is not looping in the 
strictest sense (Lindsay, Irving, Tanner, & Underdue, 2008) since the cohort changes each year as older 
students move up and younger students move in. Nonetheless, having the same teacher for multiple years 
allows students to develop deeper and closer relationships with teachers (Lindsay et al., 2008; Thompson, 
Franz, & Miller, 2009). Scholars have argued, and many teachers would agree, that improving teacher- 
student relationships is an effective strategy to reduce discipline problems in the classroom (Jones, Jones, 
& Vermette, 2013; Wolk, 2003). Taken together, this research supports the hypothesis that overall levels 
of disciplinary sanctions in a Montessori public school program may be lower than in traditional public 
schools. 

It is unclear, however, whether an overall reduction in exclusionary discipline would also lead to 
more racially equitable use of disciplinary sanctions. Very little of the Montessori literature addresses racial 
dimensions of discipline. In her qualitative study of a public Montessori magnet program, Stansbury 
(2012) found evidence of both institutional racism and racially disparate disciplinary practices in the 
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classroom. However, this study did not examine exclusionary sanctions like suspension, nor did it provide 
a comparison with a traditional school. While several studies have been conducted to compare academic 
achievement in Montessori and non-Montessori environments (Dohrmann et al., 2007; Lillard & Else- 
Quest, 2006; Lopata, Wallace, & Finn, 2005), there is a need for research on discipline outcomes in 
Montessori settings because discipline and achievement are inextricably linked (Gregory et al., 2010). 
Various studies have evaluated the academic benefits of Montessori for students of color (Ansari & 
Winsler, 2014; Lopata et al., 2005; Rodriguez, Irby, Brown, Lara-Alecio, & Galloway, 2005), but none 
have examined discipline for students of color in Montessori schools. This study aims to fill this gap and 
begin a conversation about discipline and equity in public school Montessori programs. 

Methodology 


Sample 


This study focuses on three public Montessori elementary schools in a large urban district in the 
southeastern region of the United States and similar traditional elementary schools from within the same 
district. We sought a district in the South specifically because racially disproportionate discipline is more 
pronounced in this region (Wallace et al., 2008). We identified districts with public Montessori programs 
using a database constructed by sociologist Mira Debs, reflecting the directory publicly available from the 
National Center for Montessori in the Public Sector (NCMPS). Because available discipline data came 
from the 2011-2012 academic year, we eliminated from consideration schools that opened after this date 
from consideration. Districts that had three or more whole-school public Montessori programs at a single 
level (e.g., elementary) were eligible for the study. Montessori programs at the K-8 level were not 
considered due to the difficulty of selecting appropriate comparison schools. To be considered, public 
Montessori programs also had to have no less than 5% Black and 5% White students to calculate the 
Relative Rate Index (RRI). Only one district met these requirements. Because socioeconomic status has 
been found by some scholars to be related to exclusionary discipline (Cartledge et al., 2012), we included 
only schools with a comparable percentage of students qualifying for free or reduced lunch (FRL) in the 
comparison group. For the purposes of this analysis, traditional public schools were deemed 
socioeconomically comparable if their percentage of students qualifying for FRL was within 20% of the 
FRL rate for the three public Montessori schools. FRL rates are reported as part of the OCR Data Collection 
(U. S. Department of Education Office of Civil Rights, n.d.). 

Table 1 contains basic demographic information for the schools included in the study. The 
Montessori schools and traditional schools are quite similar as a group, although the Montessori schools 
are smaller and, in aggregate, have both a larger proportion of Black students and a lower rate of students 
receiving free or reduced-price lunch than the traditional schools. The difference in size is not believed to 
be a confounding variable; although the literature indicates that school size is associated with increased 
discipline at the high school level, this association has been found to be weak or even nonexistent at the 
elementary level (North Carolina Department of Public Instruction, 2000). 
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Table 1 

Race, Socioeconomic Status, and Suspension Rates for Montessori and Traditional Schools 




Students 





School 

Total No. 

% Black 

% White 

% FRL* 

Total No. 
OSS” 

OSS Rate 
per Student 

Montessori 

Ml 

474 

20.3 

66.0 

0 

6 

.0127 

M2 

329 

19.8 

90.0 

0 

4 

.0122 

M3 

299 

64.5 

34.1 

0 

15 

.0502 

Total 

1102 

32.1 

64.5 

0 

25 

.0227 

Traditional 

T1 

974 

11.50 

73.7 

19.7 

4 

.0041 

T2 

813 

12.70 

60.6 

0 

12 

.0148 

T3 

675 

17.50 

69.0 

0 

0 

0 

T4 

815 

6.00 

81.8 

13.5 

8 

.0010 

T5 

454 

24.70 

68.9 

20.0 

13 

.0286 

T6 

1012 

7.20 

74.5 

11.5 

30 

.0296 

T7 

987 

8.90 

61.8 

8.3 

8 

.0081 

T8 

878 

10.00 

69.5 

13.0 

35 

.0399 

T9 

1052 

7.50 

78.0 

19.8 

6 

.0057 

T10 

499 

10.40 

71.7 

14.4 

6 

.0120 

Til 

729 

11.30 

74.6 

18.8 

8 

.0110 

T12 

877 

5.30 

80.5 

3.9 

2 

.0023 

T13 

785 

15.40 

71.6 

18.2 

18 

.0229 

T14 

1234 

9.10 

78.6 

13.1 

10 

.0081 

Total 

11784 

10.50 

72.9 

12.4 

160 

.0136 


Note.* FRL = Free and Reduced Lunch. ” OSS = Out-of-School Suspension. 


The average size of the three public Montessori schools is 367 students. These schools are magnet 
programs operated by the local school district; entrance is determined by lottery. All three schools report 
a 0% FRL rate. Two of these schools are predominantly White, while the third is predominantly Black; 
Black students make up 32% of the total population of these three schools. All three schools serve students 
from kindergarten through sixth grade. 

Using the criteria outlined above, we selected 14 traditional public schools as comparison schools. 
None of these schools offers a magnet program. On average, the FRL rate at these schools is 12.4%. The 
average population of these schools is 842 students. All of these schools are predominantly White; Black 
students make up 10.5% of the combined population of these 14 schools. All 14 schools are elementary 
schools serving kindergarten through fifth grade; additionally, one school offers pre-K. 

Data Analysis 

The measure of discipline disproportionality employed for this study is the Relative Rate Index 
(RRl). This metric is endorsed by the Office of Juvenile Justice and Delinquency Prevention (Feyerherm, 
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Snyder, & Villarruel, 2009) as a measure of disproportionate minority contact with the criminal justice 
system. Essentially, the RR1 is a ratio of the rate of criminal sanctions for non-Whites compared to the rate 
of criminal sanctions for Whites. An RRI of 1.0 indicates that the racial group in question is sanctioned at 
the same rate as Whites; an RRI of 2.0 would indicate that the minority group is sanctioned at a rate twice 
as high as the rate for Whites. 

Tobin and Vincent (2011) provided a model of how the RRI can be applied to school discipline; 
the model, which was originally designed for use in criminal justice, is employed for analysis here. We 
calculated the rate of out-of-school suspension (OSS) for both Black and White students for each school 
by dividing the number of students from each group who were suspended out of school by the total number 
of students from that group. We multiplied this rate by 100 to find the suspension rate per 100 students for 
both Black and White students. We then divided the suspension rate for Black students by the suspension 
rates for White students to calculate the RRI for each school. Thus, the formula to calculate RRI is: 

(No. of OSS for Black students h- Total no. of Black students) x 100 
(No. of OSS for White students h- Total no. of White students) x 100 

Because the sample size at each individual school was small, we calculated RRI for students at all 
three Montessori schools as a group and for students at all 14 comparison schools as a group to provide a 
large enough sample to conduct meaningful tests for statistical significance. Chi-square goodness-of-fit 
tests were conducted to test for statistical significance. 

Results 

Overall rates of suspension were not found to be different between the Montessori and traditional 
schools included in the sample. Table 1 includes the total number of OSS imposed at each school, as well 
as the overall rate of suspension, which was calculated by dividing total OSS by the population of the 
school. The chi-square test revealed no significant difference in observed frequency of OSS in Montessori 
schools and expected frequency of OSS in Montessori schools based on the rate of OSS in traditional 
schools, z \ 1, N = 185) = 2.224, ^ = .136. 

Table 2 indicates the numbers of Black and White students suspended at each school and for each 
group in aggregate. This table also displays the occurrence of OSS per 100 students for White and Black 
students, as well as each school’s RRI. An RRI of 1.0 indicates that the occurrence of OSS is the same for 
both Black and White students; RRIs that are significantly greater or less than 1.0 indicate racial discipline 
disproportionality. Because the OSS rate for White students serves as the denominator when calculating 
the RRI, values could not be calculated for schools that had zero suspensions for White students. 
Conversely, if zero Black students were suspended, the RRI is 0 because the rate of OSS occurrence for 
Black students constitutes the numerator. RRIs for schools in the Montessori group ranged from 1.19 to 
4.55, while RRIs in the traditional school group ranged from 0 to 13.77. 

To determine if the RRI was significantly different from 1.0, chi-square goodness-of-fit tests were 
conducted to compare the observed frequency of OSS for Black students with the expected frequency of 
OSS for Black students if they were suspended at the same rate as White students. One assumption of the 
chi-square test is that expected frequency must be greater than five; in all but one school, this assumption 
was violated. Thus, tests for statistical significance were not conducted at the individual school level. 
Instead, chi-square tests were conducted for all Montessori students as one group and for all traditional 
school students as another group. 
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Table 2 


Relative Rate Index (RRI) for Montessori and Traditional Schools 


School 

White 
Student 
OSS * 

Total No. 
White 
Students 

OSS Rate 
per 100 
White 
Students 

Black 

Student 

OSS 

Total No. 

Black 

Students 

OSS Rate 
per 100 
Black 
Students 

RRI 

Montessori 

Ml 

4 

313 

1.28 

2 

96 

2.08 

1.63 

M2 

2 

296 

0.68 

2 

65 

3.08 

4.55 

M3 

4 

102 

3.92 

9 

193 

4.66 

1.19 

Total 

10 

711 

1.41 

13 

354 

3.67 

2.61*** 

Traditional 

T1 

2 

718 

0.28 

2 

112 

1.79 

6.41 

T2 

4 

493 

0.81 

4 

103 

3.88 

4.78 

T3 

0 

466 

0 

0 

118 

0 

** 

T4 

4 

667 

0.60 

4 

49 

8.16 

13.61 

T5 

4 

313 

1.28 

9 

112 

8.04 

6.29 

T6 

17 

754 

2.25 

9 

73 

12.33 

5.47 

T7 

2 

610 

0.33 

2 

88 

2.27 

6.93 

T8 

0 

610 

0 

35 

88 

39.77 

** 

T9 

2 

821 

0.24 

0 

79 

0 

0 

T10 

2 

358 

0.56 

4 

52 

7.69 

13.77 

Til 

4 

544 

0.74 

4 

82 

4.88 

6.63 

T12 

2 

706 

0.28 

0 

46 

0 

0 

T13 

6 

562 

1.07 

8 

121 

6.61 

6.19 

T14 

4 

970 

0.41 

4 

113 

3.54 

8.58 

Total 

53 

8592 

0.62 

85 

1236 

6.88 

11.15 *** 


Note. * OSS = Out-of-School Suspension; ** = value could not be calculated. 


pc.001 

RRIs for both groups were found to be significantly different from 1.0, indicating the presence of 
racially disproportionate discipline in both settings. The RRI for the Montessori group was found to be 
significantly different from 1.0, X 2(1, N = 354) = 13.100, p < .001. For students in the Montessori group 
as a whole, the RRI was 2.61, indicating that Black students in Montessori schools were 2.61 times more 
likely to be suspended out of school than White students in these same Montessori schools. The RRI for 
the traditional schools was also found to be significantly different from 1.0, X 2(1, N = 1236) = 790.657, 
p < .0001. In the traditional school group in aggregate, the RRI was 11.15; Black students were 11.15 times 
more likely to receive OSS than their White peers. School T8, with 35 Black students suspended, could be 
considered an outlier; if this school is removed, the RRI for the traditional school group drops to 6.55 but 
is still significantly different from 1.0, x 2(1, N = 1148) = 261.802, p < .0001, and substantially higher 
than the RRI for the Montessori group. The Montessori schools, as a group, are somewhat smaller than 
the traditional schools, but consistent with the literature, these data provide no indication that this 
difference is a confounding factor. Traditional schools T5 and T10 are both approximately the same size 
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as the three Montessori schools, yet their RRls are both substantially higher than the Montessori schools’ 
and consistent with the other, larger, traditional schools. 

Discussion 

Rates of suspension were not found to be significantly different in Montessori and traditional 
schools. Although both Montessori and traditional schools in this study exhibited statistically significant 
levels of racially disproportionate discipline, this disproportionality was substantially more pronounced in 
the traditional schools. The first important implication of these findings is that the Montessori schools in 
this district are not immune to the phenomenon of racial discipline disproportionality. For the Montessori 
schools in this study, Black students were two to three times more likely than White students to be 
suspended out of school. This finding is consistent with previous studies of discipline disproportionality 
conducted in other school settings (Skiba et al., 2002; Wallace et al., 2008); in this regard, Montessori 
schools appear to be no better or worse than average. These data suggest, as some scholars have argued 
(Stansbury, 2012; Yezbick, 2007), that Montessori schools and teacher preparation programs have work to 
do in combating institutional racism and fostering cultural competency in teachers. 

Second, although the Montessori schools in this study do exhibit racial discipline 
disproportionality, it appears to be less pronounced in Montessori settings than in comparable traditional 
schools in this district, despite having comparable levels of out-of-school suspensions. While Black 
students at Montessori schools are two to three times more likely to be suspended than their White 
classmates, Black students at the selected traditional schools are between six and seven times more likely 
to be suspended (if the more conservative figure is used). This is especially noteworthy because the 
Montessori schools have a larger proportion of Black students, and Skiba et al. (2015) found that discipline 
disproportionality exists at higher levels in schools with a larger proportion of students of color. 
Interestingly, while the rate of OSS for Black students in Montessori schools is lower than in traditional 
schools (3.67 students per 100 versus 6.88 students per 100, respectively), the rate of OSS for White 
students is over twice as high in Montessori schools than in traditional. Thus, the lower RR1 in Montessori 
schools is a result of both lower rates of suspension for Black students and higher rates of suspension for 
White students. This finding merits further investigation. 

Limitations 

This study is constrained by several limitations that should be attended to when interpreting the 
findings. First, the Montessori schools in this study have a lower FRL population than the traditional 
schools selected for comparison. While efforts were made to select schools that were socioeconomically 
comparable, it was not possible to create a comparison group with an exactly equivalent FRL population. 
Skiba et al. (2015) argue that FRL percentage is not related to racially disparate discipline, so this 
difference may not be meaningful but must be acknowledged. Second, the Montessori programs in this 
district are choice programs; parents must actively elect to enroll their children in these programs instead 
of in their assigned elementary schools. Parents who choose Montessori for their children may be 
qualitatively different from other parents in a way that affects student behavior. Third, this study is only a 
snapshot of a single district in a single year. Further study is needed to determine if these findings can be 
replicated. Fourth, the Montessori schools, in aggregate, serve a higher proportion of Black students than 
the comparison schools. This disparity may be a confounding factor; again, further study is needed to 
isolate this variable. This study focuses only on suspension and does not address disciplinary actions 
leading up to suspension such as referrals or in-class behavioral interventions. Similarly, this study does 
not account for any special programs that may or may not have been in use in these schools such as PB1S 
or response to intervention. The infractions for which students were suspended were not considered. Future 
studies should include investigation of school and classroom-level disciplinary practices in Montessori 
settings. 
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Implications and Conclusion 

The findings of this study, limitations notwithstanding, have implications for both Montessori and 
mainstream educators. The finding of racially disproportionate disciplinary sanctions in Montessori 
settings suggests a need to better incoiporate culturally responsive behavior-management techniques in 
Montessori teacher preparation programs and professional development. Although the Montessori 
Accreditation Council for Teacher Education (MACTE) does list “culturally responsive methods” as one 
of the required competencies for teacher candidates (2015, p. 35), these findings indicate that teachers may 
be struggling to implement these methods. The teaching profession is overwhelmingly White (Hancock, 
2011), and while data on the demographics of Montessori teachers are lacking, it is not unreasonable to 
assert that Montessori teachers are likely predominantly White also. While Whiteness is not necessarily a 
barrier to effectively teaching children of color, research indicates that White pre-service teachers are often 
unaware of their cultural biases and perspectives (Sleeter, 2008). Teachers and teacher candidates need 
opportunities to explore their cultural identities to develop cultural awareness (Miller & Mikulec, 2014). 
This cultural awareness is key to reducing misinterpretations of culturally marked student behavior and 
communication (Banks et al., 2005) that can lead to disciplinary action. 

While there is room for improvement in equitable discipline in the Montessori world, this study 
also suggests that Montessori may have something to offer traditional educators. Perhaps Montessori 
teachers come to know their students better over the three years they spend together, reducing the 
likelihood that the behavior of students of color will be misinterpreted. The highly individualized format 
of the Montessori classroom may also provide Montessori teachers with the time and space to develop this 
deep knowledge, mutual respect, and trust with their students of color. The hands-on, collaborative nature 
of Montessori education may be more engaging for students of color. The freedom that Montessori students 
have to move and talk may allow students of color to engage in behaviors for which they would be 
disproportionately censured in a traditional setting. Further study of how Montessori teachers interact with 
and discipline their students of color is needed to determine if these conjectures have any basis in reality. 
As students of color continue to make up a growing proportion of the American public school population, 
questions like these will be of even greater importance if Montessori is to be the force for peace and justice 
that its creator always intended. 
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